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CLAUSEWITZ ON THE RAPPAHAYNOCK 
FOG AND FRICTION AT THE BATTLE OF FREDERICKSBURG 

Carl von Clausewltz completed his mltlal, unrevised draft of On War more than 
I 

thu-t$ years before the fn-st shots were fired at Fort Sumter His wntmgs, unlike those of 

his Swiss contemporary, Antome-Henn Jomml, had not become a part of Amencan 

m&ry cumculum by the middle of the lgfh century, and most Civil War commanders 

proqably were unfarmllar with hrs work Moreover, the confhct m which those 

commanders were engaged proved to be quahtatlvely and quantltatlvely different -- m 
/ 

scale. m violence, m technology, m resultant changes m tactics -- from the Xapoleonlc 

wars on which Clausewltz based many of his observations 

Nevertheless. the 0~11 War 1s replete with examples of Clausewltzlan prmclples 

appljed or Ignored The wrltmgs of the Prussian nuhtary philosopher provide a useful 

fraqework for analyzmg how the two sides pursued that conflict and for ldentlfymg 

fact&s affectmg vlctorles and defeats To examine the entlre war through that lens would 

require volumes. instead, this paper will attempt to consider several questions on the 

scale of a smgle engagement, the battle of Fredencksburg Which of Clausewxtz’s theses 

were most relevant to that campaign 3 Whxch commanders reflected, understood. apphed 

those prmclples more 7 What role did this play m the outcome7 Could a drfferent 

application of Clausewltz’s lessons have affected the results of the battle? Do aspects of 

Frederlcksburg contra&t the Prussian’s teachmgs 3 Exammatlon of these questions 

demonstrates that, while the Fredencksburg campaign illustrates many of Clausewltz’s 

theses, fug, frzctzon and mzlztmy genztu best explain how a prormsmg Vmon mltlatlve 

ended m disaster 



If any Clausewltzlan dictum has achieved sound-bite status, it 1s his observation 

that “war IS nothing but the contmuatlon of pohcy with other means “I This bedrock 

tenet of Clausewltz’s analysis helps explain the respective actions of the Union and the 

Confederacy followmg the ambiguous Umon “victory” at Antletam, the major battle that 

preceded Fredencksburg Clausewltz’s much-quoted remark IS a plthy remmder that 

warfae can be accurately understood pnly “zn the lzght of polztzcal factors and 

condttzons” that underlie the conflict and determme its war objectives ’ Clausewltz 

repeatedly emphasizes the commander’s crucial responslblllty to focus clearly on the 

ends hor which the war IS being waged and to apply the means at his disposal to those 
I 

goals’ “A prmce or general can best show his genms.” he wntes, “by managmg a 

campal-a exactly to suit his resources, doing neither too much nor too httle ‘.3 

, In Clausewltzlan terms, the South was fighting a hmlted war, m which 

mam\ammg Confederate independence mas sufficient to constitute success, destruction of 

the adversary was but one possible route to that goal, and a difficult one at that 

Recoplzmg the need to measure his post-Antletam means against his government’s 

ends, General Lee set aside (temporarily: his plan of carrymg the war to the North, which 

.le hoped would break the Cmon’s will to fight on. and instead retreated mto Vlrgmra to 

rebul i d his army For his part, President Lincoln took advantage of the (relative) success 

at Antletam to raise the stakes m the conflict, hopmg thereby to tip the balance m the 

Umoh’s favor The issuance of the Emanclpatlon Proclamation changed the North’s war 

ams, opening the way for somethmg closer to Clausewltz’s “absolute” war, which 

‘Carl van Clausewltz On War, ed and trans Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Pnnceton 
Prmceion Umverslty Press, 1989), 69 

‘IbId ,607 
, 31bld , 177 
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e,lmJnates the posslblllty of the opponent’s contmued pohtlcal mdependence 4 Return to 

the statzrs quo ante was no longer an option, the economic basis of the pre-war way of 

life IT the South was to be destroyed In rssumg the Proclamation. Lmcoln provided one 

of thk Clvll War’s clearest examples of the mteracuon between polltlcal context and 

rmlrtary action that Clausewltz urges all commanders to recogmze 

It naturally follows from that mteractlon that civil-m&tax-y relations are a subject 

co which Clausewltz devotes conslderable attention One of the Prussian theonst’s best- 

kno\yn concepts IS the “paradoxical trmlty“ of the people, the commander and his army, 

and qe government, all three of which are essential to wage war successfully 5 Although 

Clause&Itz cautions agamst polmcal leaders making Ill-informed military Judgments.6 he 

neveitheless mslsts that it 1s the prerogative of those leaders to determine the objectives 

of a tiar and the means by which they are pursued ’ President Lincoln needed a general 

who rnderstood the goals he set and acknowledged his authority to set them. General 

McClellan, commander of the Army of the Potomac. was not that man But for one leg 

of the triad -- the gokemment -- to establish a proper balance with the second leg -- the 

commander -- It was necessary for the third le, * -- the people -- to be consulted, m this 

case at -he ballot box The 1862 congressional elections, m bhlch the Republicans. 

despl;e setbacks, mamtamed then- edge over the Democrats. cleared the way for Lmcoln 

to rebove the pohtlcally \+ell connected hicClellan The President named -Major General 
I 

Ambtose Bumslde the new commander of the Army of the Potomac 

%chael Howard, ClazzservztZ, Past Masters Series (Oxford Oxford Umverslty Press, 1991), 47 
?lause\+nz 89 
6Glven many of the personahtles m the Umon and Confederate leadershlps, Clausewltz’s 

recoFendatlons to either combme polmcal and rmlitary authonty m one person, or include the mlhtary 
commander m the cabmet, would likely have created more problems than they solved 

‘Clausewitz, 608 



Lmcoln’s selection 1s easy to fault m hindsight In famess to both the President 

and 41s new commander, however, it 1s worth noting that Clausewltz hlmself was unable 

to de&pher fully the riddle of how one chooses a successful mllltary leader In Book 

One, Chapter Three of Oiz War, Clausewltz discusses at length the qualities that 

dlstmgulsh an exceptional commander Unfortunately, most of those guldelmes can be 

applied only after the fact, once an officer has demonstrated whether he or she possesses 

those charactenstlcs, since past performance IS not a reliable guide to future potential 

“No case 1s more common,” Clausewltz warns. antlclpatmg the Peter Prmclple by more 

than k century, “than that of an officer whose energy declines as he rises m rank and fills 

posltlons that are beyond his ablhtles A Many would assign Burnslde to that category 

In truth, however, the new Union commander dlsplayed a better grasp of certam 
I 

Clau&ewltzlan prmclples than he 1s usually given credit for 

Unhke his predecessor, Bumslde correctly understood the proper nature of civil- 

mllltarq relations, which Clausewltz identifies as a key factor m the conduct of war 

Rather than questlon the President’s authority in settmg the war’s goals, Bumslde took to 

heart -- excessively so, some would later charge -- his own responslblllty as commander 

to fulfill Lmcoln’s objectives To that end -- and again m contrast with JJcClellan. who 

ne\eq felt his forces were sufficient -- Bumslde adopted a Clausewltzmn view of 

numerical supenonty a goal to seek and an advantage to exploit, but not mdlspensable to 
I 

victory ’ 

’ Clausewltz asagns only modest value to surprise as a factor m warfare, deemmg 

it a “prmclple highly attractive m theory, but m practice often held up by the 

‘Clausewaz 110 
‘IbId , 197 



5 

friction of the whole machine.” and therefore very dependent on secrecy and speed I0 

Bumslde made surprise a key element of his strategy, intending to move fast and steal a 

march on the Army of Northern Vn-gmla He not only placed Lee m the unfarmllar and 

uncorjlfortable posmon of not knowing where the Union army was headed, but even 

managed to get advance elements of his army to the Rappahannock before the 

Confdderate commander was certain of their destination ” For his part, Lee would have 

prefe&ed to take a stand on the JJorth Anna fiver, mhlch he considered more defensible, 

but Bumside, by movmg quickly, had exercised the mltlatlve m determmmg where the 

engagement would occur, an approach Clausewltz commends , 

Despite this promlsmg start, however, Fredericksburg turned mto a debacle for 

the Uhlon, for reasons Clausewltzlan theses can help explain The Prussian theorist 

emphasizes the ILportance of Identlfymg the enemy’s center of gravity, “the hub of all 

powe; and movement, on which everything depends “’ ’ “That IS point against which all 

our energies should be directed,” he declares, further noting that “no matter what the 

central feature of the enemy’s power may be the defeat and destruction of his fighting 

force remains the best way to begin y”3 By his own admlsslon, Bumslde drd not focus on 

the Confederate center of gravity He made the capture of Richmond his target, because. 

as he wrote, ‘the fall of that place would tend more to cripple the Rebel cause than almost 

any other mllltary event. except the absolute breakzng zip of thezr amy [emphasis 

“Clausewltz, 198 
“Edward J Stackpole, The Frederzcksburg Campazgn (Harrisburg, Pa Stackpole Books, 1991), 

80 Stacqole writes that Lee made skillful use of mformatlon, and was ‘caught flat-footed” because ’ [flor 
once his excellent mtelhgence system had failed to keep up ” It IS unlikely that Lee would subscribe to 
Clausewnz’s dlsmlsslte view of the value of mtelllgence m warfare 

“Clausewltz, 595596 
131bld. 596 
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added] “” Adrmttedly, m pursuing this Richmond-centnc strategy, the Union 

commander did no more than reflect the pnontles of many m Washington -- though not, 

slgmflcantly, Lincoln hlmself, who m a detailed October 13, 1862 letter to McClellan 

identified beatmg the enemy as no less important than beating him to the Confederate 

capital l5 Not for the first time, the Union commander-m-chief demonstrated a more 

I 
sophisticated perspective on enemy centers of gravity than did his generals 

One of the most important dialectics m On War IS Clausewltz’s analysis of the 

characteristics and merits of the offensive vs the defenslte approach, he would have 

found much to support his theses m the Fredencksburg campagn The prmclple factors 

that provide decisive advantages. Clausewltz writes. are “surprzse, the benefit of terrazn, 
/ 

and cwzcentrzc attack ” the first and last of which predommantly, and the middle 

exclusively, favor the defender I6 For these and other reasons, Clausewltz avers that 

‘ defepse ES a strongerform of war than attack “I7 All the same. he notes that It \;Gould 
/ 

“cant 
1 
adlct the very idea of war to regard defense as Its final purpose,” because defense 

‘has a negative object” and “should be used only so long as weakness compels, and be 

aban 4 oned as soon as we are strong enough to pursue a positive object,” 1 e , take the 

offeqive l5 
I 

Both Lee. m attempting to carry the mar to the North, and Bumside, m striving to 

take Richmond with a blow too swift to parry, had shown themselves wlllmg to “pursue a 

positive object ” The Southerner, however. displayed greater respect for the supenor 

“Stat-<pole, 289 
“IbId 23-28 
%lausewtz, 360 
“IbId ,366 
“IbId 358 
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power of defense He tned to gam President Davis’s pernusslon to withdraw to what he 

considered a more defensible posltlon lg Falling that, Lee exploited defensive features 

around Fredericksburg, with General Jackson’s forces digging entrenchments to prevent a 

/ 
L’mo$ fordmg south of town and General Longstreet’s forces occupymg the ndge of 

Marye’s Heights west of town 

Of the “declslve advantages” identified by Clausewltz, terrain worked lopsidedly 

agamst an assault by the Federals, and Bumslde rejected a proposal by General Sumner 

to mount a concentnc attack by crossmg the Rappahannock downstream ” The prmclple 

advar!tage that Bumside’s plan had mltlally possessed -- surprise -- had also been lost. for 

reasoiis that go to the heart of Clausewltz’s thmkmg on war 

‘Everything m war 1s very simple, but the simplest thing 1s difficult “” Probably 

no other concepts from Clausewltz lodge themselves more firmly m the reader’s mmd 
I 

than fig and frzctzon. so mslghtful m formulation and so widespread m apphcablllty No 
I 

other ‘concepts do more to explain why the battle of Fredericksburg developed as It did 

Friction undid Burnside’s plan Its strength was Its boldness, but its weakness, as 

obserf ers from Lincoln on down noted,” was its dependence on swift, efficient 

movebent at every stage For the plan to succeed, Union forces had to get across the 

Rappahannock before the Confederates made it to Fredericksburg, if they did so, they 

could’ race to Richmond before the Army of Northern Vu-gmla managed to respond 

Ho\\ &er. through a combmatlon of slipshod delegation. n-usunderstandmg, and bad 
/ 

‘gWdllam Marvel and Donald Pfanz, The Bade ofFredencksburg, National Park Cwd War Serves 
(3stern Tatlonal, 1997), 6 

“IbId ,7 
, “Clausewtz, 119 

” The President has Just assented to your plan He thinks it will succeed if you make rapidly, 
othenvzse nor [emphasis added] ” Gen Halleck to Gen Eumslde, November 14, 1862 Stackpole, 69 
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weather -- m a word. fnctlon, -- the pontoons on which Bumslde relied for that crossing 

reached the river ten days after his troops did During that fatal delay. the Confederate 

arnu?s hastily summoned by Lee arrived m Fredencksburg Union commanders and 
I 

troops watched as the forces ranged agamst them on the opposite bank grew and dug m, 

and the morale of the Federal army sank -- an additional blow, m the eyes of Clausewltz, 

who attached great importance to an army’s fighting spmt By the same token, the 

Confederates occupymg the superior defensive ground on -Marye’s Heights could 

scarcely believe the Union forces would present such easy targets, and morale m the 

Arm9 of Northern Vlrgmla rose 

Fog also played a crucial role at Fredencksburg Literal fog provided temporary 

cover to the Union engineers laying pontoons across the Rappahannock -- until wmd and 

sun yleared the mists away and left them mortally exposed to Confederate sharpshooters 

Mor6 slgmflcant, however, was metaphorical fog Lee, to his dismay. was mmally 
I 

uncei-tam of where Bumslde was taking the Army of the Potomac 23 He was able to 

overcome that ambiguity m part thanks to his exceptional Clausewltzlan cozip d’oezl, that 
/ 

quality that enables a commander to transcend mcomplete or contradictory mformatlon 

and penetrate to the essence of a situation 

Fog was greater problem, however, for the Cmon commander Uncertainty as to 

\+herk the pontoons were. and when they would arrive, kept Bumslde wlthm sight of, yet 

tantglzmgly apart from, his objective Had he known his army would be stalled there for 

23A problem Bumside’s predecessor apparently did not pose him Lee expressed regret at 
SIcClkllan’s removal, because as he mordantly noted ‘ [w]e always understood each other so well I fear 
they may contmue to make these changes unul they find someone whom I don’t understand ” Shelby 
Foote The Czvzl Tar A Narratwe From Fort Sumter to Perqvdle (New York Vintage Books, 1986), 
781 
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ten squandered days. he might have accepted General Sumner’s November 17 proposal to 

ford the Rappahannock at Falmouth and capture the then lightly defended 

Fredencksburg ” Once the actual offensive was underu ay, on December 13. Bumside’s 

Imprecisely worded orders and General Franklm’s poor knowledge of the local 

geog’raphy caused a potentially key Union assault to nuss a vulnerable point m the 

Confederate lmes ” 

Fog and fnctlon, Clausewltz warns, are inevitable m war Some commanders, 
/ 

howe\ er overcome them, thanks to “a harrnonzous combznatzon of elements” that the 
I I 

Prussian theonst groups under the rubric nzzlztal?: genzzu 26 In this regard, the two 

commanders at Fredericksburg were drastlcally mismatched Although m recent years 

some scholars have questioned whether the Image of Lee as a mlhtary gemus might m 

some respects be too lofty, Burnside’s reputation m history needs no brmgmg down to 

earth In fact, the Union general possessed a number of the qualities Clausewltz ascribed 
I 

-0 superior commanders energy, staunchness, self-control But military genius resides In 

a balance of essential charactenstlcs, and while determmatlon 1s admirable in a general, 
I 
I 

“[ojtjsxnacy ” Clausewitz writes. “zs a far& of temperament ‘J’ To grasp the dlstmctlon 
I 

betneen the -wo qualmes, one need only compare General Grant. who. finding one 

approach after another unsuccessful at Vlcksbur,, m concmued to experiment until he 
I 

produced the tool to crack that nut, with Bumslde, who could see no \+ay out of the box 

/ 
he fotmd himself m than to charge head on, against the better Judgment of his senior 

officers. mto a stone wall defended by a ram of fire Bumside’s charge, of course, was 

%arvel and Pfalz. 4 
“IbId 123 
‘klausewitz, 100 
“Ibid, 108 
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metaphoncal. the actual charging was done by the nearly 13,000 Cmon dead at 

1 
Fredericksburg, more than sixty percent of whom died in the assault on the stone wall 

that not one of them reached ‘* 

Clausewltz did not claim that his theses offered mfalhble guidance on the conduct 

of warfare Quite the opposite, he urged readers to approach all “rules ’ of military theory 

with a healthy skepticism. Nevertheless, the battle of Fredericksburg demonstrates the 
I 

truth m a number of his precepts, which a commander would do better to heed than to 

ignore And If Lee displayed the better mtultl\e sense of Clausewltzlan thmkmg than did 

Burnside. his instincts were not flawless Clausewltz advises that -‘[o]nce a defender has 

gamed an important advantage he must strike back, or he will court destruction “” 

Furthermore, “the complete or partial destruction of the enemy must be regarded as the 

sole ‘objet: of all engagements Y730 Lee, hoNever, did not press his advantage against the 

battered Army of the Potomac, which slipped across the river under cover of darkness 
/ 

and h\ed to fight -- fight Izzm -- another day 

Though Lee was vlctorlous at Fredencksburg, the fog and frlctlon he surmounted 

along the Rappahannock would exact its toll on the Confederates at Gettysburg eight 

/ 
months later To gl\ e Clausewltz the las- 1~ ord “In war the result 1s never final *31 

‘shrvel and Pfalz 52 
, “Clausewaz, 370 

301bld , 227 
311bld , 80 
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